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INTRODUCTION: REDISCOVERING THE FRAGMENTS OF A FALLEN EMPIRE

In an era when global power dynamics are shifting rapidly, revisiting the remnants of past empires
offers a unique lens through which to understand modern cultural and political landscapes. One of
the most evocative explorations of this theme is found in Lawrence Osborne’s travel memoir, Eight
Pieces of Empire. The book takes readers on a journey through eight former British territories that
are simultaneously part of the empire’s legacy and distinct worlds of their own. By weaving together
personal observation, historical context, and sharp cultural critique, Osborne crafts a narrative that
is both a travelogue and a meditation on the lingering effects of colonialism. This article delves deep
into the pages of Eight Pieces of Empire, examining the places, people, and ideas that make this
work a compelling read for anyone interested in history, travel,  and the complex aftermath of
imperial rule.
For those unfamiliar with the book, Eight Pieces of Empire is not a dry historical treatise but a
vivid, often irreverent travel narrative. Osborne visits locations as varied as Bermuda, Gibraltar, the
Cocos Islands, and Hong Kong, each representing a different “piece” of the once-vast British Empire.
Through his eyes, we see how these outposts have evolved, retained their colonial quirks, and
grappled with their identities in a post-imperial world. The following sections explore the key aspects
of  Osborne’s  journey,  the  themes  that  emerge,  and  why  this  book  remains  relevant  for
contemporary readers.

THE CONCEPT BEHIND EIGHT PIECES OF EMPIRE

The British Empire, at its height, spanned the globe, leaving an indelible mark on language, law,
architecture, and culture. Eight Pieces of Empire deliberately selects territories that are not the
typical mainstream former colonies like India or Australia. Instead, Osborne chooses smaller, often
overlooked outposts—places that cling to the empire’s legacy in unusual ways. The title itself hints
at fragmentation: these are pieces, not a whole, suggesting that the empire’s legacy is scattered
and incomplete. The book asks readers to consider what happens when an empire retreats but its
artifacts, attitudes, and infrastructures remain. Osborne’s method is to immerse himself in each
location, sometimes for weeks, to capture the everyday realities of people living in these imperial
leftovers.

Why Eight? The Significance of the
Number
The choice of eight locations is not arbitrary. Eight allows for a breadth of experience without
overwhelming  the  reader.  Each  piece  represents  a  different  form  of  colonial  legacy:  strategic
military outposts (Gibraltar, Cyprus), island paradises (Bermuda, Cocos Islands), cultural crossroads
(Hong Kong, Goa), and contested territories (the Falkland Islands, Northern Ireland). By limiting the
number, Osborne provides depth rather than breadth, enabling a thoughtful exploration of each
place. The number also echoes the concept of the “eight pieces” as fragmented shards of a once-
unified empire, now scattered across oceans.

A JOURNEY THROUGH THE EIGHT LOCATIONS

To fully appreciate Eight Pieces of Empire, it helps to understand the unique character of each
territory Osborne visits. Below is a summary of his stops and the key observations he makes in each.

1. Gibraltar – The Rock of Contention
Osborne begins in Gibraltar,  a tiny British Overseas Territory at the southern tip of  Spain.  He
explores  its  strange  mixture  of  Britishness—fish  and  chips,  red  telephone  boxes,  and  English
pubs—set  against  a  Mediterranean  backdrop.  The  locals,  known  as  Gibraltarians,  have  a  fierce
loyalty  to  the  Crown,  which  Osborne  captures  through interviews  and  bar  conversations.  The
presence of military installations and the famous Barbary macaques add layers of symbolism about
control, nature, and identity.

2. Bermuda – The Island of Tax Havens
Bermuda emerges as a paradox: a subtropical paradise with pink sand beaches and a thriving
offshore financial industry. Osborne visits the island’s colonial architecture, its historic fortifications,
and the remnants of a slave-trading past. He contrasts the lavish lifestyles of expatriates with the
everyday  struggles  of  Bermudians,  revealing  how the  empire’s  economic  structures  persist  in
modern forms of wealth inequality.

3. The Cocos (Keeling) Islands – Isolation
and Idyll
One of the most remote pieces of the empire, the Cocos Islands in the Indian Ocean are home to a
small population of Cocos Malay people and a handful of European descendants. Osborne’s account
here is particularly poignant, describing a community that feels suspended in time. The legacy of the
Clunies-Ross  family,  who  ruled  the  islands  for  generations,  is  a  microcosm  of  paternalistic
colonialism. The isolation and natural beauty make this piece feel like a living museum.

4. Hong Kong – The Former Jewel in the
Crown
Hong Kong, returned to China in 1997, is a vibrant, chaotic metropolis where the British imprint is
still  visible  in  its  legal  system, education,  and architecture.  Osborne wanders  through neon-lit
streets, visits old colonial buildings, and discusses the uncertain future with residents. The tension
between Western and Chinese influences is palpable, and Hong Kong stands as a powerful example
of how a “piece of empire” can transform into a global powerhouse while retaining its colonial DNA.

5. Goa – The Portuguese and British
Overlay
Though  Goa  was  a  Portuguese  colony  until  1961,  it  was  part  of  the  British  sphere  of  influence  in
India. Osborne’s inclusion of Goa in Eight Pieces of Empire is clever: it shows that empire is not
exclusively  British.  He explores  the syncretic  culture  of  Goa—Catholic  churches next  to  Hindu
temples, Portuguese-style villas now crumbling—and reflects on how multiple colonial layers create
a unique identity. This chapter broadens the definition of “empire” within the book.

6. Cyprus – The Divided Island
Cyprus, with its Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities and British military bases, is a land of ghosts
and divisions. Osborne travels through the Green Line in Nicosia and visits abandoned villages. The
lingering of British sovereignty on the island through Sovereign Base Areas is a literal piece of
empire  that  refuses  to  disappear.  He captures  the  melancholy  of  a  place  frozen in  conflict,  where
empire contributed to deep schisms.

7. The Falkland Islands – Remote and
Resilient
The Falklands, site of the 1982 war with Argentina, are fiercely British. Osborne describes the wind-
swept landscapes, sheep farming, and the resilience of the islanders. The Falklands War is a recent
memory  that  reinforces  the  islanders’  identity.  This  chapter  examines  how  military  conflict  can
cement  imperial  loyalties,  even  in  the  most  remote  outposts.

8. Northern Ireland – The Unfinished
Business
The final  piece is  Northern Ireland,  a part  of  the United Kingdom that remains contested.  Osborne
focuses on Belfast and the borderlands, exploring the legacy of the Troubles and the uneasy peace.
Here, the empire’s legacy is not about exotic beaches but about sectarian division and the struggle
for national identity. The wall murals, paramilitary graffiti, and the weight of history make this piece
the most emotionally charged.

THEMES AND OBSERVATIONS IN EIGHT PIECES OF EMPIRE

Beyond the travelogue, Eight Pieces of Empire is rich with thematic content. Osborne is a keen
observer of human nature and power dynamics. Several interrelated themes emerge throughout the
narrative.

The Persistence of Colonial Attitudes
One of the most striking aspects of Osborne’s journey is how colonial mindsets survive even after
the empire has officially ended. In Gibraltar and Bermuda, for instance, he encounters a deep-seated
loyalty  to  the  British  monarchy  and institutions  that  seems almost  anachronistic.  Yet  he  also
witnesses  the  resentment  these  attitudes  can  breed  among  locals  who  feel  economically  or
politically marginalized. The book forces readers to question whether true decolonization has ever
occurred.

Identity and Belonging in Post-Imperial
Places
In  each  location,  Osborne  meets  people  who  grapple  with  their  identity:  are  they  British,
Gibraltarian, Bermudan, Falkland Islander, or something else? This tension is especially acute in
Hong Kong and Northern Ireland. The book illustrates how empire creates hybrid identities that are
both rich and conflicted. The phrase “eight pieces of empire” thus refers not only to territories but
also to fragmented identities that can never be fully whole.

Economic Legacies: From Plantations to
Tax Havens
Osborne does not shy away from discussing the economic structures left behind by empire. In
Bermuda and the Cayman Islands (though not a primary stop, it is mentioned), offshore finance has
replaced sugar and slavery. In the Cocos Islands, a feudal plantation system persisted well into the
20th  century.  The  book  subtly  argues  that  modern  capitalism  often  inherits  the  exploitative
mechanisms of colonialism, repackaged as global finance.

The Role of Nature and Isolation
Many of the places Osborne visits are geographically isolated, which intensifies their colonial echoes.
The Cocos Islands, the Falklands, and even Gibraltar feel like worlds apart. Osborne’s descriptive
prose brings these landscapes to life—the howling winds of the South Atlantic, the turquoise lagoons
of the Indian Ocean—and suggests that place itself shapes the imperial afterglow. Isolation can
preserve colonial artifacts, for better or worse.

LAWRENCE OSBORNE’S WRITING STYLE AND PERSPECTIVE

Part of what makes Eight Pieces of Empire so engaging is Osborne’s distinctive voice. He is not a
detached academic but a participant-observer who often drinks, argues, and wanders with a sense
of curiosity and occasional cynicism. His prose is literary, sometimes poetic, and always sharp. He

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 Eight Pieces Of Empire 2024-01-04

has a gift for finding the telling detail: a faded Union Jack on a bar wall, a conversation with a taxi
driver about the monarchy, the smell of fish and chips in a subtropical heat.
Osborne also brings a critical, postcolonial lens without being preachy. He acknowledges his own
position as a British writer  traveling through these territories,  and he does not pretend to be
objective. Instead, he engages with the contradictions, letting the stories of local people speak while
adding  his  own  reflections.  This  approach  makes  the  book  both  personal  and  universal,  a  travel
memoir  that  transcends  the  genre.

RELEVANCE TODAY: WHY EIGHT PIECES OF EMPIRE MATTERS

In the 2020s, discussions about colonialism, reparations, and historical  accountability are more
prominent  than  ever.  Eight  Pieces  of  Empire  offers  a  nuanced  ground-level  perspective  that
complements  broader  historical  debates.  It  shows  that  the  consequences  of  empire  are  not
abstract—they are lived daily in the buildings, laws, and identities of people across the globe. For
travelers, the book serves as an alternative guide to destinations often reduced to beach holidays or
political headlines. For historians, it provides a human dimension to the legacy of British imperialism.

Moreover, Osborne’s choice of lesser-known territories challenges the typical narrative that focuses
on the major former colonies. By elevating places like the Cocos Islands or the Falklands, he reminds
readers that empire touched every corner of the planet, including the most remote. The phrase
Eight Pieces of Empire becomes a mnemonic for the fragmented, ongoing story of a world shaped
by colonialism.

CONCLUSION: A MOSAIC OF EMPIRE’S AFTERLIFE

Lawrence Osborne’s Eight Pieces of Empire is more than a travel book; it is a meditation on the
persistence of history and the strange, often contradictory ways that imperial power survives in the
postcolonial era. Through his journeys to eight disparate territories, Osborne assembles a mosaic of
memories,  loyalties,  and  conflicts  that  together  reveal  the  enduring  imprint  of  the  British  Empire.
Each piece is  distinct,  yet  all  are connected by the common thread of  a  once-global  colonial
structure. For readers seeking to understand the modern world’s imperial heritage, this book offers
an insightful, entertaining, and deeply human exploration. Whether you are a history enthusiast, a
travel lover, or simply curious about how the past shapes the present, Eight Pieces of Empire is a
journey worth taking from the comfort of your armchair—and perhaps, one day, in person.


